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THE STATUS OF MIDDLE LEVEL SCHOOLS IN
BERRIEN COUNTY, MICHIGAN FOLLOWING
MICHIGAN PUBLIC ACT 25

Judith A. Burns, Ed.D.
Western Michigan University, 1996

Michigan Public Act 25 of 1990 mandated public school reform. One of 4
components of Public Act 25 is the development of a 3 to 5 year School
Improvement Plan (SIP). The purpose of this descriptive study was to examine
middle level school improvement in Berrien County, Michigan, for evidence that
developmentally appropriate middle level education is promoted.
This 2-part investigation involved analyzing SIPs submitted for 1992-93
school year using a content analysis format and interviews with each building
principal or designee. The content analysis format was developed by Sweeney
and Cooper in 1992 to analyze SIPs of Wayne County, Michigan.

SIP

components reviewed were: (a) mission statements by thematic emphasis on
student, school, and society; (b) goals and curricular categories; (c) cognitive,
social, emotional, and physical learning areas; and (d) types of staff develop
ment.

Interviews were used to verify data and gather information not in the

SIPs.
This study was conducted with a focus on developmental characteristics
of early adolescence and middle level program components including flexible
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block scheduling, advisory, teacher common planning time, and interdisciplinary
teaming. Concentrating on the perceived influence of Public Act 25 and SIPs
on middle level schools in Berrien County, Michigan, this research is a snapshot
of these schools and of the reform and improvement that was planned for as
required by Public Act 25. The findings of this descriptive study are that SIPs
were consistently planned to promote developmentally appropriate middle level
education and that principals perceived the plans as influential as they
promoted curriculum update and review, and schools moved toward heteroge
neous grouping and teaming. Middle level components found to be in limited
use were the advisory program, team planning time, interdisciplinary teaming,
and flexible block scheduling.

The results of this study clearly identified

consistency between school improvement plans for change and principals
perceptions that change has occurred.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

Michigan Public Act 25 of 1990 mandated public school reform. One of
four components of Public Act 25 was the development of a 3-to-5-year School
Improvement Plan (SIP). All In-Formula middle level schools in Berrien County,
Michigan, submit SIPs to the County School Improvement Coordinator. As
public domain information, these plans were available for inspection. This
descriptive study examines the middle level schools in Berrien County,
Michigan, for evidence of school improvement (SI) following Public Act 25 .

Research Objectives

The purpose of this investigation was to describe the planned and
perceived influence of the SI component of Michigan Public Act 25 on the
middle level schools in Berrien County, Michigan, and compare the findings to
components of developmental^ appropriate middle level education.

Conceptual Framework

The school improvement component of Public Act 25 has the potential to
expand implementation of developmentally appropriate middle level education.

1
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2
In 1989, the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development introduced Turning
Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21st Century that asserted that middle
level schools are “potentially society’s most powerful force to recapture millions
of youth adrift, and help each person thrive during early adolescence. Yet too
often these schools exacerbate the problems” (p. 8). What influence did Public
Act 25 have on middle level schools?
appropriate for early adolescents?

Was the change developmentally

Michigan Public Act 25 mandates im

provement. However, change does not necessarily mean improvement.

Operational Definitions

Public Act 25

With the enactment of Michigan Public Act 25 in 1990, Michigan public
schools were mandated to comply with the following four components: (1)
Section 1204a-an Annual Education Report for the district and each school, (2)
Section 1280-Accreditation, (3) Section 1278-organization of curriculum based
on the Model Core Curriculum, and (4) Section 1277-development of a 3-to-5year School Improvement Plan.
Section 1277 requires that School Improvement Plans include: (a)
development of district and individual school mission statements, (b) goals, (c)
curriculum aligned with Michigan Core Curriculum, (d) an evaluation process for
the school improvement plan, (e) a professional development plan, and (f)
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evidence of building level decision making.

Building and district school

improvement committees were compelled to involve faculty, staff, parents,
students, and community members. Each school's 3-to-5-year improvement
plan must be maintained on file with the local intermediate school district.
Since the implementation of Public Act 25.1 2 investigations have been
published: Cooper 1992/1993; Crane, 1995; Davis, 1993/1994; Minghine,
1993/1994; Schmidt, 1994/1995; Shine, 1992/1993; Smith, 1993/1994; Stanks,
1992/1993; Sweeney, 1992/1993; Trovillion-Timm, 1994; Watson, 1995; WillisChumbley, 1992/1993).

Shine's and Willis-Chumbley’s research surveyed

Michigan school superintendents to determine their perceptions of Public Act
25; Stanks' work centered on the perception of curriculum directors; Watson and
Schmidt sought information from elementary school principals and Minghine
quarried high school principals.
In companion studies, Cooper (1992/1993) and Sweeney (1992/1993)
developed a content analysis framework for examining the SIPs of Wayne
County schools. Davis (1993/1994), Smith (1993/1994), and Trovillion-Timm
(1994) replicated Cooper’s and Sweeney’s studies with schools in different
counties. Crane (1995) conducted a follow-up study of Wayne County schools
using Sweeney’s and Cooper’s framework.

To date, no study has been

conducted to specifically address the influence of this act on middle level
education.
Sweeney (1992/1993) and Cooper’s (1992/1993) content analysis
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framework with minor adjustments was the basis for the SIP analysis in this
study. To facilitate the acquisition of information this two part investigation
consisted of an analysis of middle level SIPs and principal or designee
interviews.

Developmental!/ Appropriate Middle Level Education

“Middle level education is the segment of schooling that encompasses
early adolescence, the stage of life between the ages of 10 and 15” (National
Middle School Association, 1995, p. 5). Developmental^ appropriate middle
level education is designed to meet the academic, social, emotional, and
physical needs of students leaving childhood and entering adolescence. “Early
adolescence is identified with the onset of puberty that transforms the body into
that of a mature adult” (Cobb, 1995, p. xxi). "Outstanding middle schools need
to have one common element-a program uniquely designed for the transescent
learner" (Michigan Association of Secondary School Principals and Michigan
Department of Education [MASSP/MDE], 1976, p. 12).
Effective middle level curriculum, programs, and structures are designed
to capitalize on the developmental characteristics of early adolescence. Middle
level curriculum provides for diversity in cognitive development while maintain
ing academic strength with opportunities for exploratory activity (Alexander &
George, 1981). Programs include advisory, a classroom-based guidance plan,
and heterogenous grouping when appropriate (Romano & Georgiady, 1994).
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Middle level structures center on interdisciplinary teaming, common planning
time for the team of teachers, and flexible block scheduling (Alexander &
George, 1993).

Developmentally appropriate middle school is defined by

program and structures and not just by name, such as, intermediate school,
junior high school, or middle school.

Importance of the Study

By 1995, Michigan legislators, school boards, administrators, faculties,
and community members had been involved in this school improvement process
for 5 years. In a survey on Public Act 25 completed by 380 Michigan superin
tendents, Shine (1992/1993) concluded that 76% responded that continuing
educational improvement rather than legal compliance could be expected to
shape the educational future of Michigan Public Schools. With this in mind, the
results of an analysis of middle level school improvement would confirm or deny
change and more importantly determine if the change was developmental^
appropriate for middle level students.
This research included an analysis of the SIPs of Berrien County middle
level schools utilizing a content analysis format as developed by Sweeney
(1992/1993) and Cooper (1992/1993) in their companion studies of SIPs in
Wayne County, Michigan. Interviews of building principals or their designees
were conducted and the data reviewed to verify and augment the SIP analysis.
Data gathered from the content analysis and interviews are presented in
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Chapter IV. In addition, early adolescence, middle level programs, history of
middle level education, middle level concept, and research are introduced in
Chapter II.

Research design and methods are presented in Chapter III.

Discussion of limitations and recommendations for further research are
presented in Chapter V.
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CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE

Early Adolescence Defined

“Early adolescence is identified with the onset of puberty and changes
that transform the body into that of a mature adult” (Cobb, 1995, p. xxi).
Eichhom, in 1966, defined early adolescence as transescence meaning:
The stage of development which begins prior to the onset of
puberty and extends through the early stages of adolescence.
Since puberty does not occur for all precisely at the same
chronological age in human development, the transescent
designation is based on the many physical, social, emotional, and
intellectual changes in body chemistry that appear prior to the
puberty cycle to the time in which the body gains a practical
degree of stabilization over these complex pubescent changes.
(P- 3)
Cobb (1995) delineated adolescent change into three distinct spheres:
(1) a biological definition, which emphasizes the events of puberty; (2) a
psychological definition, which distinguishes adolescence in terms of develop
mental tasks to be accomplished; and (3) a sociological definition, which defines
adolescents in terms of status within society. Furthermore, adolescence does
not occur in a vacuum, but in the context of gender and sex differences.
According to Cobb, “Gender differences are the cultural expectations that
surround each sex. [Whereas], sex differences are the physiological difference
7
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associated with being female or male” (p.38). With the onset of puberty, cultural
and role expectations associated with gender begin to play an increased role in
development.

Biological Definition

Early adolescence begins when the hypothalamus gland signals the
pituitary gland located in the brain to increase the production of hormones that
stimulates female ovaries and male testes to produce estrogen and androgen.
Prior to this, both females and males produce estrogen and androgen in limited
amounts (Cobb, 1995; Nielson, 1991). This seemingly innocuous event triggers
the onset of secondary sex characteristics signaling the beginning of puberty.
Adolescence begins between ages 8 and 12 for girls, 9 and 13 for boys,
and ends between 15 and 18 for girls and 17 and 20 for boys (Gatewood & Dilg,
1975). By 12, although some girls begin to menstruate as early as 10 or as late
as 16, a girl generally begins her menstrual cycle and development of sexual
characteristics with growth completed by 17. Boys usually begin around 12 with
the development of sexual characteristics with body growth completed by 19
(Nielson, 1991).
“Over the last century the age of puberty has steadily decreased,
although it is now slowing” (Nielson, 1991, p. 38). In 1840, the average age for
menarche was slightly more than 14 in the United States. Girls and boys both
grow taller and heavier than their parents. Much of the decrease of age to
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puberty can be attributed to nutritional improvement of the American diet. The
onset of this physiological change to pre- and early-adolescents can be
advantageous and an obstacle.
Nielson (1991) stated that for boys early onset of puberty gives them “an
athletic advantage over less physically mature boys in our society. . . providing
higher self esteem and more sophisticated social skills . . . [even] being found
to be more successful vocationally and socially active" (pp.61-62). However,
Nielson found that early maturing girls do not seem to endure as well and they
"express more dissatisfaction with their bodies, make lower grades and are less
self-confident” (p.62). This early development calls for them to make sexual
decisions that they are unprepared to handle due to their mental, social, and
emotional maturity. Also, much to the displeasure of most early adolescent
girls, Nielson found that the increase in body fat necessary to maintain the
ability to menstruate adds to the anxiety of accepting the changes taking place.
Unlike physical change, cognitive development is covert. Kaminski and
Dombos (1991) described the impact of cognitive development in early
adolescents in Focus on Curriculum Design for Middle School Programs as:
COGNITIVE SKILLS - Brain Development: The ultimate goal of
the cognitive component is for middle school children to acquire,
adapt, and apply knowledge as they construct new or expanded
concepts. In addition they should be aware of their own brain
development. To progress toward this goal, the preadolescent
must have opportunities to develop:
a. physical knowledge
b. logical mathematical knowledge
c. representational skills
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d. common social knowledge
e. critical thinking skills (p.3)
Additional information on cognitive ability and its impact on the curriculum are
discussed later in this chapter in Middle Level Concept and Programming
Research.

Psychological and Sociological Definitions

A psychological definition of adolescence relates to the developmental
tasks that lead to achieving a stable personal identity (Cobb, 1995). Romano
& Georgiady (1994) asserted that four tasks exist for early adolescents: (1)
emotional status, (2) independence, (3) peer acceptance, and (4) friendship and
sex role identification. Young adolescents are generally not concerned with
preparing for marriage and family life, career decisions, and complete
independence from parents and family.
“Sociologists define individuals in terms of their status within society,
. . . adolescence becomes a transition period . . . neither self-sufficient nor
completely dependent” (Cobb, 1995, p. 26). Early adolescents, due to their
need for greater independence and “lack of judgement needed to handle their
new roles of independence” (Romano & Georgiady, 1994, p. 21), have a strong
need for a home base.

“Their lack of readiness for severing home ties

completely makes it imperative that they have the security of family and home
or other adult role models” ( p. 21). Middle level students generally do not drive
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a car, hold a job, or contribute to society.

However increased monetary

resources are available through their own efforts or parental discretion. There
is a “growing preoccupation for earning money and being able to spend it on
items deemed important by the individual and the peer group” (Romano &
Georgiardy, 1994, p. 30).
In summary, “Adolescence is a period of life that begins with biological
maturation, during which individuals must accomplish certain developmental
tasks, and that ends when self-sufficiency is achieved” (Cobb, 1995, p. 27).
Adolescence defines a time of change, somewhat like the metamorphosis of a
caterpillar into a butterfly. Middle level schools minister to early adolescents as
a product of biological change, race, cultural expectations, family structure, and
society. Within this mosaic of life transitions, developmentally appropriate
middle level schools designed to meet the needs of early adolescence should
provide programs and structures designed for their social, emotional, intellec
tual, and physical needs.

Middle Level Student Characteristics

The National Middle School Association (NMSA) stated in 1982 that "in
terms of present medical research findings,. . . the vast majority of transescents
are contained in grades six through eight" (p. 4). Thirteen year old seventh
graders are more diverse in social, emotional, physical, and cognitive
development than at any time from birth to adulthood.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

Characteristics of middle level students can be divided into four areas:
(1) physical growth, (2) emotional, (3) social, and (4) mental and intellectual
growth. The following list of characteristics coincide with early adolescent
development found in middle level students and are primarily derived from
Gatewood and Dilg (1975):
1. Physical growth characteristics: size and maturity do not coincide;
girls develop before boys; uneven bone and muscle growth; bones susceptible
to damage during intense sports competition; lack of coordination, poor body
mechanics; extreme restlessness, but tire easily; awkward, disproportionate
body changes; and attention to personal appearance-skin, blemishes, scars,
obesity.
2. Emotional characteristics: deviation from the norm upsets both boys
and girls; strong desire for approval, easily discouraged; amiable, content to
aggressive, belligerent, argumentative; cheerful, affectionate, timid, or worried;
hurt, sad, jealous, or competitive; coping with change, struggling to gain
independence; anger may be intense; and, want freedom, fear loss of security.
3.

Social characteristics (How do I look in the eyes of others?):

conformity is high, be different, yet be the same; conflict between dependence
and independence in the family; peer and adult acceptance important; sex role
identification; peer pressure, need to belong; early adolescent prefers own sex;
concern for right, wrong and social justice; and, tend to split into two groups
"ins-outs,” "cool kids-nerds.”
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4.

Mental and intellectual growth characteristics (How do I look in my

own eyes?): concrete operations turns toward formal; concrete thought turns to
possible and abstract; unique variety of skills, interests, and abilities; intellectu
ally curious, and uninhibited; prefer active over passive involvement; expanded
potential for creative expression; capable of exploring and selecting learning
materials; and can bring together knowledge and experience for new under
standing.
"Outstanding middle schools need to have one common element-a
program uniquely designed for the transescent learner" (MASSP/MDE, 1976, p.
12). Effective middle level curriculum, programs, and structures are designed
to focus on the developmental characteristics of early adolescent middle school
students.
The change from childhood to adolescence begins with a predetermined
hormonal signal. Early adolescent middle level students are far more diverse
in physical growth, social, emotional, and intellectual development than any
other student population. Students pass through each developmental area at
a different rate and in their own time. With the onset of puberty, role expecta
tions associated with gender begin to play an increased role in development. An
early adolescent, shaped by biological change, race/ethnicity and related
cultural expectations, family structure, and society, must function, learn, and
survive in an educational setting.
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History of Middle Level Education

Developmental^ appropriate middle level education is not explained by
grade level configurations or by building name. Developmentally appropriate
middle level education is defined as educational programs and structures
designed to meet the unique academic, social, emotional, and physical
characteristics of students who are leaving childhood and entering adulthood.
"Simply stated, the middle school is an educational response to the needs and
characteristics of youngsters during transescence and, as such, deals with the
full range of intellectual and developmental needs" (NMSA, 1982, p. 9).
The difference between middle school and middle level education is
defined by the philosophical goals and components of the school and not by the
building name, such as, intermediate school, junior high school, junior/senior
high school, or middle school (Gatewood & Dilg, 1975). Middle level education
is not grade level specific; although, any grade configuration that includes
seventh grade is usually designated as middle level (Mowen, 19931994).
Grade level combinations can encompass grades 5 to 9 in a variety of
configurations typically 6-7-8, 7-8, 7-8-9, and atypically 5-6-7-8, 5-6-7-8-9
(Chiara, 1975; Valentine, Clark, Irvin, Keefe, & Melton, 1993; (MASSP/MDE,
1976). Often, middle schools become more a reflection of high school and less
the image of a school developed to meet the needs of emerging adolescents
(Chiara, 1975; Gatewood & Dilg, 1975). Junior high schools often become mini
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senior high schools with departmentalization, inter-scholastic sports, and
college and vocational programs (Gatewood & Dilg, 1975). Lounsbury (1984)
submitted that poor learning behavior, boredom, and disruptive activities could
be attributed to junior high programs being too closely patterned after senior
high programs. Frequently old senior high buildings become new junior high
schools as school districts expanded, especially post World W ar II construction
(MASSP/MDE, 1976). In addition, Chiara's analysis was that junior high schools
became a place for teachers who did not fit into the elementary or senior high
schools, or became waiting rooms for high school positions to open.
The concept of middle level education emerged at the turn of the 20th
century with recommendations from several influential committees. According
to Chiara (1975) the National Education Association (NEA) reported in 1894 that
the Committee of Ten in 1893 proposed an alternative configuration for grouping
of educational units. The Committee of Ten contended that no longer was the
division of 1st through 8th grade and 9th through 12th (an 8-4 configuration)
adequately preparing students for college. The Committee of Ten, which had
only one representative from public education, recommended reorganization
of the grades into 1st through 6th and 7th through 12th (a 6-6 configuration).
The NEA stated that this change would allow for advanced studies in subjects
such as science and languages to begin in the 7th and 8th grades, when
traditionally these subjects began in the 9th grade.

This recommendation

agreed with a 1888 report by Charles Eliot (as cited in Chiara, 1975) who
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introduced the "economy of time" concept which asserted that extending
secondary education down into elementary school would allow earlier
completion of school and earlier entrance to college (Chiara, 1975, p. 4).
In 1895, the Committee of Fifteen, composed of public school superinten
dents appointed by the NEA, recommended beginning algebra in the seventh
or eighth grade (NEA, 1895, p. 73). But unlike the Committee of Ten, they did
not advocate the 6-6 configuration.
The Committee on College Entrance Requirements (as cited in Chiara,
1975) appointed by the Department of Secondary Education in 1899, supported
the 6-6 configuration. However, committee support was not for the purpose of
designating subject matter, but for the development of students leaving
childhood and entering adolescence. Seventh grade, rather than ninth, was the
natural turning point in the pupil's life. The committee proposed that a 6-6
configuration would: "(a) provide better articulation between elementary school
and high school; (b) better meet the needs of youngsters as they entered the
adolescent period; and (c) encourage students to remain in school beyond the
eighth grade" (as cited in Chiara, p. 5).
John Dewey maintained that high school was caught in the middle
between elementary and college in a paper presented to the 15th educational
conference held at the University of Chicago in 1901 (as cited in Chiara, 1975).
"Junior high could serve as a bridge . . . cushioning the transition for boys and
girls from the protective environment of the elementary to the more competitive
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departmentalized high school" (Chiara, pp. 6-7).

According to Chiara, the

endorsement of the "junior high school concept by the Commission on
Reorganization of Secondary Education in 1918 put the national stamp of
approval on the six-six plan in general and the junior high school in particular"
(p. 8). Thus, the middle level concept was christened junior high school.
The evolution of junior high education has been an educational
phenomenon with 245 schools in 1916 increasing to 7,143 by 1963-64 (Chiara,
1975, pp. 9-10). Little was mentioned about meeting the developmental needs
of students leaving childhood and entering adolescence.
Between 1930 and 1960, junior high education turned toward enriched
instruction, technology education, compulsory school attendance to age 16 or
18, exploration and alternatives, block-time programs, and deemphasis of
departmentalization. Chiara (1975) found that "during this period, the main
function of the junior high school centered around developing a special program
to meet the needs of the early adolescent" (p. 16).
According to Chiara (1975), James Conant in 1960 set advancement of
middle level education back with A Memorandum to School Boards: Recom
mendations for Education in the Junior High School, which recommended
departmentalized teaching, early selection of differentiated programs, and the
return to an "economy of time" concept. To counter Conant's assertions, the
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD) established
the Commission on Secondary Curriculum in 1961 and published The Junior
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High School We Need in an effort to clarify purposes and programs of the junior
high school. Chiara purported that:
Never before had a new concept been so universally accepted in
educational circles and allowed to grow in such a haphazard
manner. Possibly this may be one of the reasons why the
purpose of the junior high school is still unclear and why its
organization presents a variety of patterns. In spite of the efforts
of both early and modern advocates to define the junior high
school, it has not developed in a systematic and consistent
manner, (p. 9)
ASCD continued to address middle level educational concerns by
appointing the Council on the Emerging Adolescent Learner in 1969. By 1975,
the ASCD Working Group on the Middle School and Emerging Adolescent
Learner prepared The Middle School We Need, authored by Gatewood and Dilg
(1975). This report outlined middle level education as distinct and separate
from elementary and high schools and, more importantly, different from junior
high school. Gatewood and Dilg proposed that middle level education should
provide:
1. A unique program adapted to the needs of the pre- and
early adolescent student.
2. The widest possible range of intellectual, social, and
physical experiences.
3. Opportunities for exploration and development of
fundamental skills needed by all while making allowances for
individual learning patterns. It should maintain an atmosphere of
basic respect for individual differences.
4. A climate that enables students to develop abilities, find
facts, weigh evidence, draw conclusions, determine values, and
that keeps their minds open to new facts.
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5. Staff members who recognize and understand the
student's needs, interest, backgrounds, motivations, goals, as well
as stresses, strains, frustrations, and fears.
6. A smooth educational transition between the elementary
school and the high school while allowing for the physical and
emotional changes taking place due to transescence.
7. An environment where the child, not the program, is
most important and where the opportunity to succeed is ensured
for all students.
8. Guidance in the development of mental processes and
attitudes needed for constructive citizenship and the development
of lifelong competencies and appreciations needed for effective
use of leisure.
9. Competent instructional personnel who will strive to
understand the students whom they serve and develop competen
cies which are both unique and applicable to the transescent
student.
10. Facilities and time which allow students and teachers
an opportunity to achieve the goals of the program to their fullest
capabilities, (pp.2-3)
Finally, Gatewood and Dilg (1975) recommended a broad philosophical
purpose that "most middle school educators can generally agree upon" (p. 3).
However, research on implementation of the appropriate middle level tenets
available in 1975 indicates a significant gap between theory and practice.

Middle Level Concept and Programming Research

Elementary and secondary education developed at a point in time that
lacked a research base.

Although data collection and information were

available, turn of the century committee reports were not designed as research.
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Middle level education as a blending of elementary and secondary education
became suspect as to purpose and usefulness. George and Oldaker (1985)
stated that "new sophistication in social science research emerged at just about
the same time as the middle school was born, about a quarter of a century ago
[1960]" (p. 4).
According to George and Shewey (1994), the 1960s and 1970s research
efforts were "largely unproductive, prematurely emphasizing holistic compari
sons between schools named ‘middle’ and those with the name 'junior high’” (p
113). What was being compared was the name of the school, not the structures
and programs that comprise the school.
Successful middle level schools were examined with the advent of "outlier
studies, [that is] research that focused on the careful scrutiny of the most
successful examples of a subject" (George & Oldaker, 1985, p. 5). As related
by George and Oldaker, the Rutter study in 1979 selected 12 inner-city London
junior high schools and discovered that several schools were very successful.
The apparent success of these schools was related to academic emphasis and
psychosocial environment with the latter being predominant.

George and

Oldaker found that the "psychosocial environment is the enabling force which
permits teachers to be successful with the academic emphasis in the first place"
(p. 7). The "ethos of caring" was more important than the grade levels or name
of the school, and schools that effectively attended to the social side of learning
were more successful. (George-& Oldaker, p. 8).
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“During the 1970s and early 1980s, educators struggled toward
consensus on the central elements of exemplary middle school” (George &
Shewey, 1994, p.114). George and Oldaker (1985) summarized a number of
studies (Phi Delta Kappa, 1982; Damico, 1982; Doda, 1984; and Lipsitz, 1984)
with the following:
The most recent research in middle level education suggests that
organizational restructuring is, however, happening in an increas
ingly larger number of schools, and that this reorganization is very
similar, even though it occurs in very diverse school settings and
in very diverse communities. Furthermore, the research has
begun to suggest that these efforts at reorganization do, indeed,
promote higher academic achievement and improvement personal
development for the youth who are fortunate enough to experi
ence such a program, (pp. 14-15)
Alexander and George (1981) proposed the essential features of middle
school in a far reaching study titled The Exemplary Middle School, and are
summarized in the following six major areas:
1. Guidance: A school system that provides an adult who has the time
and responsibility for each student, assuring familiarity and continuity in
providing advice on academic, personal, and social matters.
2. Transition/Articulation: Schools should ensure a smooth transition
between elementary and high school.
3.

Block Time Schedule/Interdisciplinary Teams: The daily schedule

should feature blocks of time during which interdisciplinary teams of teachers
provide appropriate learning experiences.
4. Appropriate Teaching Strategies: Schools should provide a variety of
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teaching strategies that have been shown to be particularly effective with
students of this age group.
5.

Exploratory: Schools should offer a wide range of exploratory or

elective courses to develop their interests; additionally all students should have
the chance to participate in intramural athletics.
6. Appropriate Core Curriculum/Learning Skills: Schools should offer
learning experiences appropriate to middle phase of the schooling should be
required, mastery learning skills needed for future study.
Cawelti's (1988) research, outlined in the November 1988 ASCD
Curriculum Update Middle Schools a Better Match with Earlv Adolescent Needs.
ASCD Survey Finds, follows:
Guidance: More middle schools [than junior high schools] tend
to recognize the need for a teacher-adviser plan . . . A student's
academic, emotional, and social needs can no doubt be met in
other ways. However, schools in any organizational form must
recognize and respond to students' needs with a system that
works.. . .
Transition/Articulation: Leaders in schools of all types of
organizations serving 10- to 14-year old students seem to realize
how important it is to plan activities to ease the transition from
elementary to secondary. Students in middle schools are some
what more likely to benefit from extensive orientation activities
than are students in other kinds of schools.. . .
Block Time Schedule/Interdisciplinary Teams: The majority of
schools serving young in the middle grades use a traditional
schedule of period of equal length, about one-fourth of the middle
schools are using block time and fixed length schedules. Middle
schools are more likely to establish interdisciplinary teams of
teachers or combine teams and a departmental structure than are
other schools.. . .
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Appropriate Teaching Strategies: Students in middle schools
are significantly more likely to be exposed to a variety of teaching
strategies appropriate to their learning styles and developmental
needs than are students in schools with other forms of organiza
tion. . . .
Exploratory: Need for exploratory programs for students in the
middle school years seems to be well established, with no
significant variation in offerings among types of organization.. . .
Appropriate Core Curriculum/Learning Skills: This study did not
document significant differences in curriculum content across
different forms of school organization, but clearly there are
substantial differences as the field undergoes changes that are
being mandated. The curriculum needed for students in the
middle grades appears to be the least well-articulated by leaders
in this field .. . .
In summary, middle schools are more likely to use a teacheradviser program, provide transition and articulation activities, use
interdisciplinary teaching and block schedules, and provide
professional development activities that extend the range of
teacher strategies appropriate to their students. Appropriate
curriculum that blends common learning and characteristics of
middle level students needs development. . . . (pp. 4-12)
Alexander and George (1981) generated the characteristics of middle
schools; 7 years later Cawelti (1988) reinforced their initiative. In 1989 the
Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (CCAD) introduced Turning
Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21st Century. In reviewing this work,
Clark and Clark (1990) stated:
This report combines the best of middle level research and
practices into a powerful document that emphasizes the vital
importance of middle level schools, their current shortcomings,
descriptions of exemplary practices, and recommendation for
developing middle level schools into a powerful force in shaping
the lives of young adolescents, (p. 2)
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CCAD's (1989) Turning Points asserts that middle level schools are
"potentially society's most powerful force to recapture millions of youth adrift,
and help every person thrive during early adolescence. Yet all too often these
schools exacerbate the problems" (p. 8). Attaining Turning Points goals will be
a monumental challenge for educators, administrators, parents, and community
members. The Turning Points recommendations for middle grade schools are
summarized in the following eight key areas:
1. Create small communities for learning that ensure every student is
known well by at least one adult.
2. Teach a core academic program that results in students who are
literate, know how to think critically, lead a healthy life, behave ethically, and
assume the responsibilities of citizenship.
3. Ensure success for all students through elimination of tracking by
achievement level and promotion of cooperative learning, flexibility in arranging
instructional time, and adequate resources for teachers.
4. Empower teachers and administrators to make decisions about the
experiences of middle grade students to create environments tailored to
enhance the intellectual and emotional development of all youth.
5. Staff middle grade schools with teachers who are expert at teaching
young adolescents and who have been specially prepared for assignment to the
middle grades.
6.

Improve academic performance through fostering the health and
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fitness of young adolescents.
7. Reengaging families in the education of young adolescents by giving
families meaningful roles in school governance.
8. Connect schools with communities, which together share responsibility
for engaging partnerships, community service projects, and access to health and
social service.
The common focus of developmentally appropriate middle level school
history and research is that middle level education must satisfy the maturation
needs of students leaving childhood and entering adolescence. The Committee
on College Entrance Requirements set the stage by giving middle level
education a forum. The work of Gatewood and Dilg (1975) provided the setting
for this three-act drama in real life (elementary, middle, and secondary schools).
Eichhorn's (1966) definition of transescence (discussed under Middle Level
Student Characteristics) gave definition and understanding to the main
characters. The stage was set. The research of George and Oldaker (1985)
provided depth of understanding and gave refinement and substance to the best
in middle level education. Cawelti (1988) polished the program. CCAD's (1989)
Turning Points raised the curtain, giving life and purpose to developmentally
appropriate middle level education and sustenance to an eager, waiting
audience of educators and, more importantly, the students.
“By the mid-1980s, . . . a substantial national consensus had been
reached concerning the fundamental elements of the exemplary middle school”
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(George & Shewey, 1994, p. 114). Those elements as presented by George
and Oldaker (1985), Cawelti (1988), and CCAD, (1989) are interdisciplinary
instruction, team organization, advisory programs, flexible block scheduling,
heterogeneous grouping, and enriched curriculum.
Through outlier studies exemplary middle level schools were identified,
then the school components were identified. In the 1990s middle level research
turned to implementation and the “effects of the components of an exemplary
middle school” (George & Shewey, 1994, p. 23). But for many middle level
schools implementation has not begun, so “researchers have begun to design
their work so that actual program components are the focus of their studies,
rather than global comparisons” of schools whose only difference may or may
not be the name of the school (George & Shewey, p. 36).
In 1993, George and Shewey (1994) surveyed 300 schools representing
all states, not chosen at random, but “recommended by a panel of professors
of middle school education or by representatives of the state department of
education” (p. 59). Data distinguished among the schools only by length of time
the school had been a middle school, less than 5 years or more than 5 years.
The authors believed that the survey represented schools that were deeply
involved in, but not necessarily “completely successful” (p. 59) in attempts to
implement middle school concepts in an exemplary way. This study encom
passed degree of implementation of middle school components, positive and
negative effects of reorganization, subjective judgements about effectiveness
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of middle schools, buildings and facilities, parent involvement, instructional
practices, high school articulation, self-evaluation process or program, team
leadership role, curriculum, transition from elementary, shared decision-making,
extra curriculum program, interdisciplinary instruction, organizational arrange
ments, and advisory program.
George and Shewey (1994) summarized this study by stating: (a) “the
majority of schools . . . indicated that they have implemented most of the
components. . . in the middle school concept.” (b) “interdisciplinary organiza
tion of teachers appeared to be the central component. . . [with] team leaders,
flexible block scheduling, student recognition programs, shared decision
making, heterogeneous grouping, and a student-centered school philosophy”
contributed to effectiveness; and (c) building design, foreign language, advisoradvisee programs, and relationship with high schools were “less central to the
long-term effectiveness of middle schools identified as exemplary” (p. 109). In
final analysis, George and Shewey (1994) stated:
Middle school programs improved relationships between: students
of different racial and ethnic groups; parents and teachers;
teachers and students; and, teachers with other teachers,
especially between elementary, high school and those at the
middle level, (p. 110)
From this study it appears that those middle level schools that have develop
mentally appropriate programs and structures are more effective.
Now with state mandated school improvement under Public Act 25. the
time is right to examine the influence of this legislation on the middle level

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

schools in Berrien County, Michigan. Has school improvement under Public Act
25 contributed to developmentally appropriate middle level education in the
schools?

Review of Public Act 25

In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education published
A Nation at Risk: the Imperative for Educational Reform. This report became a
catalyst for educational reform that rippled through the country including the
state of Michigan.
As stated in Better Education for Michigan Citizens: A Blue Print for
Action (Michigan Board of Education, 1984) “In the last decade and a half, statelevel resources have been developed to assist schools in improving” (p. v). The
first recommendation for local districts was to “develop a long-range (3-5 years)
School Improvement Plan” (p. 3). This report recommended that the governor
and legislature lengthen the school year to 200 days, provide funds for special
programs, increase funds for assessment, provide funds for professional
development, and pass legislation that would reorganize intermediate school
districts. Also included in this document was the recommendation that the
Teachers Certification Code Study Commission recommend certification
standards for middle school teachers. Time was of the essence. “The turn of
the century seems distant, but children bom in 1984 could be graduating . . . in
the year 2000” (p. 15).
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In 1988, the Michigan State Board of Education propagated Goals 2000:
Deliver the Dream that defined “school improvement as a process through which
school building staff identify the weaknesses of school programs and use that
information as a basis for making positive change toward improved student
achievement” (p. 17).

The recommendations of Goals 2000 directed the

governor and legislature to move to action which resulted in Michigan Public Act
25, 1990.
According to Sweeney (1992/1993), 30 states in addition to Michigan
mandated school improvement, consisting of 21 by legislative enactment and
9 by the state department of education. Required components in the SIPs
included mission statements (11 states), goals (29 states), and staff develop
ment (13 states).
Public Act 25 mandated all In-Formula public schools to comply. An InFormula district was one that received state and local funds for operation. In
comparison, an Out-of-Formula school district was able to meet the financial
obligations of the district without the aid of state funds. Although both InFormula and Out-of-Formula districts received funds for employee retirement,
social security, and a variety of categorical accounts such as gifted and
talented, migrant education, and Chapter I services, In-Formula districts
qualified for a $25 per student incentive grant for complying with the conditions
of Public Act 25. Out-of-Formula districts did not receive funds for complying.
Since 1994, with the passage of Proposal A, the designation of In-Formal or
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Out-of-Formal ceased to exist. Technically all schools now receive state funds
and thus must comply with Public Act 25.
The four components of Public Act 25 remain: (1) Section 1204a--an
Annual Education Report for the district and each school, (2) Section 1 2 7 7 development of a 3-to-5-year School Improvement Plan, (3) Section 1 2 7 8 organization of curriculum based on the Model Core Curriculum, and (4)
Section 1280-Accreditation.
Section 1204a directs each district and individual school to prepare a
yearly annual report which must be presented at a public meeting. The report
must contain information related to school improvement, implementation status
of the core curriculum, Michigan Education Assessment Program (MEAP)
results, retention and dropout rates, accreditation status, parent/teacher
conference participation, and a description of special education.
Section 1277 requires that the SIP include: (a) development of district
and individual school mission statements, (b) goals, (c) curriculum aligned with
Michigan Core Curriculum, (d) an evaluation process for the school improve
ment plan, (e) a professional development plan, and (f) evidence of building
level decision making. Building and district school improvement committees
were compelled to involve faculty, staff, parents, students, and community
members. Each school’s 3-to-5-year improvement plan must be maintained on
file with the local intermediate school district.
Section 1278 mandates a district developed and controlled Core
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Curriculum which is an essential element of school improvement. The Core
Curriculum is based on State Model Core Curriculum and encompasses
outcomes to be achieved by all students. The State Model Core Curriculum is
used as a prototype for developing outcomes in: (a) art, (b) career and
employability, (c) cultural and aesthetic awareness, (d) language arts, (e) life
and personal management, (f) mathematics, (g) science, (h) physical education
and health, (I) technology, and 0) world studies (social studies, foreign
language, and conflict resolution).
Section 1280 requires accreditation, and guidelines were under
development in 1992-1993. However, since the passage of Proposal A in 1994,
the accreditation program has been redefined and was not referenced in this
study.
Components of Section 1277, school improvement, were the basis for this
study.

How was mandated school improvement impacting middle level

education? Were changes being made? Were the changes leading to the
establishment of developmentally appropriate middle level programming and
practices in order to provide “Middle level educators. . . schools that are joyful
places where learning and learners are celebrated” (National Middle School
Association, 1995, p. 5).
The SIPs of Berrien County's middle level schools can establish the
intent to provide developmentally appropriate education and the principal
interviews can confirm or deny the presence of programs and structures.
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Chapter III provides demographic information and methodology used to examine
the SIPs.
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CHAPTER III

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

Effective middle level education has a program “uniquely designed for the
transescent learner” (MASSP/MDE, 1976, p. 12).

Effective middle level

curriculum, programs, and structures are designed to focus on the social,
emotional, physical, and intellectual developmental characteristics of middle
level students as they leave childhood and enter adolescence.
Implementation of developmentally appropriate middle level education
has not been easily assimilated into the main stream of educational planning.
Several factors contribute to this, including: (a) economic, when staffing or
space reductions are made, they impact the middle level heavily (Lounsbury,
1984); and (b) teacher certification. Before July 1989, Michigan teachers were
certified elementary K-8 or secondary 7-12, which allowed teachers to be placed
in Grades 7 and 8 without specific training in middle level. After July 1989,
certification was changed to elementary K-5 with teaching in the major or minor
area in Grades 6-8 or ail subjects in Grades 6-8 in a self-contained classroom.
A middle school endorsement authorizing teaching in the major or minor areas
was also added to the certification code in 1989. In contrast to what Chiara
stated in 1975, the idea of middle level grades becoming a place for teachers
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who do not fit into elementary or senior highs or who are waiting for a position
in the senior high school may be fading away due to the Michigan Teachers
Certification Code. However, many middle level teachers currently employed
were certified before 1989 and will continue to teach in middle level education.
School improvement (SI) became a legal issue for In-Formula Michigan
schools with the enactment of Public Act 25 of 1990. The four components of
Public Act 25 are: (1) Section 1204a-an Annual Education Report for the
district and each school, (2) Section 1277-development of a 3-to-5-year School
Improvement Plan, (3) Section 1278-organization of curriculum based on the
Model Core Curriculum, and (4) Section 1280-Accreditation.
The SI planning process mandates the development of a mission
statement, goals and objectives, alignment with the Michigan Core Curriculum,
an evaluation process, staff development, and evidence of building level
decision making. The purpose of this investigation was to determine the status
of middle level schools in Berrien County, Michigan, for evidence of school
improvement following Public Act 25. The process analyzed three components
of SIPs submitted by 13 Berrien County middle level schools to the Intermediate
School District: (1) school mission statements by thematic emphasis on student,
school, and society; (2) goals by curricular categories, and learning areas of
academic, social, emotional, aesthetic, and physical development; and (3)
categories of professional development.
Data were also collected from 11 middle level principals, one school
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improvement chairperson, and one program director using an interview
designed to determine the school's grade level configuration, instructional and
curriculum programs, and scheduling structure both before and after Public Act

25Content Analysis Research Questions

The following five research questions structured the design of this study:
Research Question 1: What assertions and themes were included in
school mission statements?
Research Question 2: What categories emerged from student goals?
Research Question 3: What subcategories emerged in the learning
areas of cognitive (academic), affective (social, emotional, and aesthetic), and
physical development?
Research Question 4: What curricular areas were identified?
Research Question 5: What professional development categories were
identified?

Setting and Population

Berrien County was selected for this research project because of the
diversity of the local school districts in cultural composition, funding levels, and
enrollment numbers. Located in southwestern Michigan, bordered south by
Indiana and west by Lake Michigan, Berrien County encompasses 16 school
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districts. Fifteen of these districts, 2 Out-of-Formula and 13 In-Formula, have
developed SIPs in compliance with Michigan Public Act 25.
Eleven of the 15 school districts in Berrien County were used in this study
and have developed 13 middle level SIPs on file with Berrien County Intermedi
ate School District. Schools included in the study are the following 11 districts
(*= multiple middle level schools, **=Out-of-Fonmula schools): (1) Benton Harbor
Area Schools (three middle level schools)*, (2) Berrien Springs Public Schools,
(3) Bridgman Public School District **, (4) Buchanan Community Schools, (5)
Coloma Community Schools, (6) Eau Claire Public Schools, (7) Lakeshore
Public Schools, (8) New Buffalo Area Schools **, (9) Niles Community Schools,
(10) River Valley Schools, and (11) Watervliet Public Schools.
St. Joseph Public Schools, an Out-of-Formula school district, was omitted
because a SIP was not required for Out-of-Formula districts. River School
District and Riverside School Hagar Township #6, both K-8 Districts, were also
not included in the study. In addition, since Brandywine Public Schools and
Galien Township Schools configured middle level grades with senior high (712), a separate SIP did not exist which excluded them from this study.
Three districts, Benton Harbor Area Schools, Coloma Community
Schools, and Eau Claire Public Schools are operated under a federal desegre
gation court order. Each district’s operation is monitored by a federal judge, with
some aspects of school governance under close scrutiny.
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Population Demographics

Demographic information for each middle level school is presented in
Table 1. The Berrien County Intermediate School District (BCISD) Educational
Directory 1992-93 (BCISD, 1992) is the source for school, grade span,
enrollment, and teachers. The Michigan Department of Education (MDE) 199293 Bulletin 1014 Michigan K-12 School Districts Ranked bv Selected Financial
Data (MDE, 1993) was used to supply expenditure per pupil figures. Diversity
found in Berrien County is typified by the configuration of school population with
eight schools in a 7-8 pattern, one housing 5-8, one housing 5-7, and three
schools with 6-8.

Per pupil spending figures range from $3,684 to $6,924.

Enrollment data depict school size from 150 to 616 students.
Table 2 contains profiles of the children of Berrien County compared with
the state of Michigan. The information obtained from Michigan League for
Human Services (MLHS) Kids Count in Berrien Countv and Kids Count in
Michigan (MLHS, 1993) presents a close or almost identical profile between the
children of Berrien County and the children of the state of Michigan in numbers
of children in particular age groups, divorce rate, and unemployment.

However,

deviations exist for the percentage of minority children with 27.6% in Berrien
County and 23.7% in Michigan (African American population of 22.8% in Berrien
County, and 17% in Michigan), and married family income $43,185 in Berrien
County and $49,958 for Michigan. Single family medium income in Berrien
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Table 1
Berrien County School Districts, 1992-93

District

Middle level school

Benton Harbor

Fair Plain JH
King JH
McCord Ren.
BSMS
FC Reed MS
BMS
CMS
ECJH
LJH
NBJH
Ring LardnerMS
RVMS
WJHS

Berrien Springs
Bridgman
Buchanan
Coloma
Eau Claire
Lakeshore
New Buffalo
Niles
River Valley
Watervliet

Grade

Span

7-8
7-8
7-8
6-8
7-8
6-8
5-7
7-8
6-8
7-8
7-8
7-8
7-8

336
366
326
418
269
454
575
150
586
353
616
229
186

Enrollment Expenditure
Per Pupil
$4636

$4223
$6924
$3802
$5626
$6135
$3684
$5347
$4625
$5108
$3777

co
00
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Table 2
Berrien County and State of Michigan Demographic
Frequency and Percent, 1993

Berrien County

Michiaan

n

n

%

%

161,378

27.0

9,295,297

26.5

Children Under 18 Years of Age

43,519

26.9

2,458,765

26.5

Children Under 5 Years of Age

11,895

7.4

702,554

7.5

Children 5 to 9 Years of Age

12,253

7.6

692,247

7.4

Children 10 to 13 Years of Age

9,794

6.1

539,886

5.8

Children 14 to 17 Years of Age

9,577

5.9

524,078

5.6

Minority Children

12,021

27.6

584,951

23.7

White Children

32,509

74.7

1,950,960

79.3

9,938

22.8

419,231

17.0

Total Population (Children)

Black/African American
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Table 2-Continued

Berrien County

Michiaan

n

n

%

%

American Indian, Alaskan Native

205

0.5

19,018

0.7

Asian, Pacific Islander

459

1.0

34,627

1.4

1,011

2.3

77,146

3.1

402

0.9

34,929

1.4

Hispanic/Latino
Other
Average Income of Families with Children
Married Couples Families
Single Parent Families

$43,185
14,623

$49,958
17,386

Unemployment Rate

7.3

7.5

Divorce Rate (per 1000 population)

8.9

8.7

Educational Expenditures Per Pupil
(District Ranges)
Percent Over Age 18 Who Have High School Diploma

$3,208-6,577

74.4

$2,651-8,539

77.0

o
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County at $14,623 is less then the $17,386 in the state of Michigan. Thus, the
population of Berrien County is similar to that of the state, but not identical.

Descriptive Research

Two distinct but related forms of descriptive research, content analysis
and interviewing, were used to investigate the status of middle level schools in
Berrien County.

Descriptive research studies are "designed to obtain

information concerning the current status of phenomena . . . determining the
nature of a situation as it exists at the time of the study” (Ary, Jacobs, &
Razavieh, 1985, p. 322). According to Isaac and Michael (1995) two examples
of descriptive research are document analysis (content analysis) and interview
studies.

Content Analysis

Content analysis is a “research technique for making replicable and valid
inferences from data to their context” (Krippendorff, 1980, p. 21). “Good content
analysis has been defined as the high quality process of delineating, obtaining,
providing, and applying descriptions and conclusions” (Frisbie, 1986, p. 74).
Content analysis was used to examine the middle level SIPs. The data were
available through Berrien County Intermediate School District as the depository
of the middle level SIP.
Michigan Public Act 25 mandates specific school improvement compo
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nents; however, the process for data development and presentation remains
with the school district.

Under the direction of Berrien County's School

Improvement Coordinator, each district adopted similar formats for development
and presentation.

Individual plans consist of three reports: (1) Mission

Statement and Belief Statements (optional); (2) Goals including strate
gies/activities, target group, responsible person, time lines, professional
development, curriculum alignment, evaluation process, and criteria for success;
and (3) School Improvement Three-Five Year Plan (overview). A sample of the
reporting forms appears in Appendix A.

Coding System Development

Companion school improvement studies titled “An Analysis of School
Improvement Plans in Seven School Districts in Wayne County, Michigan for the
Year 1990-1991 as Required by Public Act 25 of 1990" by Cooper (1992/1993)
and “An Analysis of School Improvement Plans in 26 School Districts in Wayne
County, Michigan for Year 1990-1991 as Required bv Public Act 25 for 1990"
by Sweeney (1992/1993) used content analysis to investigate each district’s
SIP. Recommendations for further research by Sweeney and Cooper included
the replication of the study with different populations in other counties. A
modification of the coding system developed by Cooper and Sweeney was used
in this study of SIPs. A copy of a letter granting permission to use this coding
system is in Appendix B.

Cooper and Sweeney analyzed each district,
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secondary, and elementary SIPs; in contrast, this study analyzed only middle
level SIPs. The number of school improvement team members, methods of
evaluation, and the presence of a budget were not considered.
Professional development categories in this study were generated from
the professional development needs delineated in the SIPs.

According to

Krippendorff (1980), "In practice, many content analyses start from the other
end, with available dat a, . . . to see what could possibly be inferred that might
be of interest" (p. 107).

Even with these differences the coding system

developed by Cooper (1992/1993) and Sweeney (1992/1993) was the blueprint
for this study.

Coding System and Instrumentation

The Cooper (1992/1993) and Sweeney (1992/1993) coding system for
mission statement assertions follows in Table 3 and categories for analyzing
goals appear in Table 4.

Both tables display themes, categories, and

subcategories. Using the research questions, two coding instruments were
devised: School Improvement Plan Mission Statement Components to record
information pertaining to the first research question; and Categories of Goals to
record information pertaining to the second research question. Samples of
coding instrumentation are reproduced in Appendix C.
According to Sweeney's (1992/1993) study, school mission statements
assertions were grouped into three themes as presented in Table 3: student
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Table 3
Mission Statement Assertions

Theme/Category/Subcategory
Students
Cognitive
academic skills
communication skills
critical thinking
cultural literacy
decision-making
employability
general knowledge
productivity
self-evaluation

General
Affective
aesthetics
education
care
life-long learning
contribution
life skills
cooperation
reaching potential
success
creativity
whole person
emotional health
environmental respect
ethics
high expectations
independence
multi-cultural appreciation
participation
positive attitude
pride in community
respect for others
responsibility & motivation
self-discipline
self-esteem
social behavior

Physical*
physical development
variety of interests
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Table 3-Continued

Theme/Category/Subcategory
School
Curriculum
appropriate
dedicated staff
individualization
instruction
measurement
opportunity
professional growth
qualified staff
researched-based

Society
Partnerships
community-school
home-school

Climate
adaptable to change
cooperative
communications
disciplined
equity
high expectations
motivating
positive learning environment
positive role models
respect
safe and orderly
strong leadership
supportive
values

Phvsical Plant
adequate facilities

Characteristics
changing
democratic
diverse
technical

Citizenship
citizenship

General
excellence
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interpersonal relationships
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multi-cultural appreciation
respect for others
responsibility & motivation
school pride
student self-esteem
student leadership

General
at-risk
bilingual education
compensatory education
crisis intervention
disciplinary concerns
early childhood education
extra-curricular activities
gifted & talented students
life-long learning
special education students
substance abuse
truancy
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Table 4-Continued

Theme/Category/Subcategory

School Operation
Instructional Delivery
classroom management
classroom time-on-task
cooperative learning
frequent monitoring
general instructional strategies
goal-setting with students
high expectations resources
individualized instruction
resource acquisition
Professional Development
general professional devleopment
teacher self-esteem
teacher visitation

Administrative Process
communication
curriculum development
instructional leadership
measurement
positive school climate
parental involvement
physical plant
scheduling for time on task
school-wide discipline

School Inprovement
accreditation
core curriculum
developing goals
developing mission statement
genaeral pa 25
school improvement planning
selecting school improvement
team

(development of the learner), school (institutional environment and curriculum),
and society (learner’s participation in society and the societal environment in
which the learner functions or is preparing to function).
Within the first mission statement theme, student, the assertions were
grouped under the categories of cognitive, affective, physical, and general.
Bloom's and Krathwohl's (as cited in Sweeney, 1992/1993) taxonomies of
educational objectives were used to assign mission statement assertions to
appropriate categories of: (a) cognitive if they fit into one of the six subdivisions
of Bloom's taxonomy (knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis,
synthesis, and evaluation); (b) affective if they fit into one of Krathwohl's five
classifications of receiving, responding, valuing, organization, and characteriza
tion; (c) physical if they involved control of physical movement; and (d) general
category was established for assertions such as success, life long learning, or
preparation for change that could pertain to any or all of the other three
categories.
Within the second mission statement theme, school, assertions were
grouped under four categories: (1) curriculum, (2) climate, (3) physical plant,
and (4) general.

Descriptors for each are: (a) curriculum as to instruction,

teacher, materials, and measurement; (b) climate incorporates learning,
discipline, safe, and orderly; (c) physical plant refers to the facility; and (d)
general category includes excellence.
The third mission statement theme, society, includes three categories: (1)
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partnership, (2) characteristics and (3) citizenship. Subcategories for each
include: (a) partnership-partnership meaning community-school and homeschool; (b) characteristics-changing democratic, diverse, and technical; and (c)
citizenship-citizenship.
Two Categories of Goals, student learning and school operation, were
developed by Sweeney (1992/1993) and Cooper (1992/1993) for guidance in
coding student and other nonstudent goals.

Complete subcategories are

presented in Table 4. Goals pertaining to the first goal theme, student learning,
were ascribed to the following categories: (a) cognitive defined as subject areas;
(b) affective, referring to social and interpersonal skills, school life, and self
esteem; physical; and (c) special needs, including at-risk, crisis intervention,
disciplinary concerns, and substance abuse.
The second goal theme, school operation, includes the following
categories of goals: (a) instructional delivery pertaining to classroom manage
ment and climate, parental involvement, and school-wide discipline; (b) school
improvement as related to accreditation, developing goals, mission statement,
planning, and team formation; and (c) professional development as determined
by goal needs.
Three resources were initially used by Sweeney (1992/1993) and Cooper
(1992/1993) for the development of categories of goals. Student learning was
determined to be cognitive, affective or physical based again on Bloom's and
Krathwohl's (as cited in Sweeney, 1992/1993)

taxonomies of educational
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objectives.

Interviewing

An interview format was selected to: (a) clarify information gleaned from
SIP analysis, (b) answer questions that resulted from the analysis, (c) acquire
information on instructional practices, and (d) identify administrative processes
such as school communication not presented in the plan. Questions utilized
were "probing to obtain information or requiring complex filtering depending on
the answers given" (Morton-Williams, 1993, p.4).
Interview questions with cover letter and informed consent are presented
in Appendix D. Questions were designed to concentrate on changes that may
have occurred since the inception of Public Act 25 regarding: (a) scheduling; (b)
grouping of students; (c) classroom management; (d) school-wide discipline; (e)
parental involvement; (f) staffing, teaming and teaching assignments; and (g)
curriculum development.
Additional open ended questions encompassed the following five areas:
(1) principal's involvement in school improvement, (2) school data not available
in the SIP, (3) changes in administrative vision as a result of Public Act 25. (4)
effectiveness of SIPs to date, and (5) an opportunity for the individual to speak
to future plans as a result of SIP and Public Act 25.
When the SIP analysis was completed, the interview questions were
developed. Before pilot testing a panel of doctoral students, both education and
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noneducation majors reviewed the proposed questions, resulting in a minor
change in one question. With submission to the Human Subjects Institutional
Review Board (HSIRB) the research was approved as exempt. Appropriate
documentation can be found in Appendix E.
Following approval, the interview questions were piloted with three
middle level principals, who were selected because their principalships were
outside Berrien County and their school’s involvement with school improvement
was unknown. No changes resulted with the questions or order of presentation.
However, the researcher used these sessions as pilot interviews and clarified
the need for interviewer neutrality, coupled with the need to continue to probe
for clarification and complete answers. The pilot also confirmed the need to use
the structured interview format (Isaac & Michael, 1971, pp. 96-97).
Prior to the interview, each principal and district superintendent was
contacted via a personal letter (Appendix D). In addition, principals received a
copy of the questions and informed consent prior to the interview.
Thirteen reponses to the interview questions were used to gather data.
Twelve personal interviews were conducted which included 10 middle level
school principals, a school improvement chairperson, and a program director.
The nonprincipal interviews were conducted because one principal was the
researcher and in the other instance the current principal was new to the
position. One principal submitted a written response to the questions making
a total of 13 responses.
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Before initiating the interview, the researcher explained the purpose and
process and secured signed consent. To maintain consistency, each interview
was conducted by the researcher. Responses were recorded verbatim allowing
respondents to fully answer. Each interview was transcribed within 24 hours of
completion.

Design Strengths and Weaknesses

As with all research methods, content analysis and interview research
have strengths and weaknesses. Guba and Lincoln (1981) asserted that being
cognizant of internal and external validity, reliability and objectivity, then taking
precautions and safe guards as the design is developed is vital for "establishing
trust in the outcomes of the inquiry” (p. 103). In the following sections content
analysis and interviewing are discussed separately; however, similarities are
noticeable between them.

Content Analysis

The strengths and weaknesses of content analysis discussed are validity
of the coding system, reliability of the coder, and generalizibilty in relationship
to the sample.

Computer assisted analysis with a program such as Word

Cruncher (Tesch, 1990) was rejected because the classification system was
developed specifically for school improvement and the number of school
improvement plans to be coded was relatively small.
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The initial coding system was developed by Sweeny (1992/1993) and
Cooper (1992/1993) because "A thorough search of educational research was
conducted in a fruitless effort to acquire instruments to code the contents of
school improvement plans” (Sweeney, p. 35). Sweeney and Cooper pretested
the coding scheme by “using a sample of annual educational reports to identify
any ambiguities or missing categories; and additions and alterations were made.
Categories were determined to be ‘exhaustive’ and ‘mutually exclusive’”
(Sweeney, p. 40). The coding system was deemed credible in “that it measures
or represents what the investigator intends it to measure” (Weber, 1990, p. 12).
In developing a valid coding system in order “to make valid inferences
from the text, it is important that the classification procedure be reliable in the
sense of being consistent: different people should code the same text in the
same way” (Weber, 1990, p. 12). However, when one coder is at work, “stability
can be determined when the same content is coded more than once by the
same coder” (Weber, p. 17). As a lone researcher, in order to protect coding
reliability, the coding analysis was conducted at two separate sessions with 94%
agreement between session results. Therefore, the researcher was able to
classify with 94% accuracy from one session to the next.
According to Ary, Jacobs and Razavieh (1985), “when one attempts to
generalize from the accessible population to the target population, it is important
to know whether the one is similar to the other” (p. 266). As presented in Table
2, Berrien County and Michigan Demographic Profile and Comparison, Berrien
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County can represent a sample of the middle level population in Michigan.
Although the demographic information for income and minority representation
is not identical, these findings might be generalized to the larger population of
middle level schools in Michigan with reservations as to minority populations
and family income. However, the intent of this study was to describe SI in
Berrien County middle level schools.
The strength of a predetermined coding system, the 94% reliability of the
coder, and the use of the entire population indicates the trustworthiness of this
research study.

Interviewing

Interviewing as a form of descriptive research is an appropriate technique
to gain knowledge and information about a population (Isaac & Michaels, 1971).
Weaknesses of survey interviewing include: generalization or sampling
problems, the question as the source of error, the interviewer as a source of
error, and data reduction error (Fowler & Mangione, 1990, p. 140). According
to Ary, et al.(1985), a strength of interviewing is flexibility, “Questions can be
repeated . . . their meanings explained . . . [and] the interviewer can press for
additional information” (p. 342). In addition, two other facets of interviewing
that are discussed include format, that is, structured or unstructured, and the
question genre, that is, open-ended, closed, or forced choice.
As with the content analysis sampling parameters described earlier,
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interview sampling consisted of the entire population of Berrien County middle
level principals or their designee that had developed a 3-to-5- year SIP filed with
the Intermediate School District School Improvement Coordinator. Because
both similarities and differences exist between the Berrien County population
and its schools and the state of Michigan as a whole, generalization to other
schools or counties in the state may not be made with assurance. However, the
intent of this research was to examine and analyze the SIPs and describe the
impact of Public Act 25 on middle level schools in Berrien County.
Questions, according to Fowler and Mangione (1990), can be a source
of error by (a) being misunderstood by the respondent, (b) asking more
information than the respondent has or can recall, and (c) not being answered
accurately by respondents. To counter question misunderstanding, the
questions were reviewed by three practicing middle level principals who were
actively involved in school improvement. In addition the questions were
reviewed by a panel of doctoral students comprising three education profession
als and two noneducation majors. Slight changes in wording were implemented.
As a point of strength, “interview questions can be repeated or their meanings
explained in case they are not understood by the respondent” (Ary, et al., 1985,
p. 342).
Standardized interview questions were designed for this research.
Researchers Fowler and Mangione (1990) stated: "The key to defining part of
measurement process is standardization . . . [that] the respondent be exposed
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to the same question experience, and that the recording of answers be the same
. . . so that any differences in the answers can be correctly interpreted as
reflecting differences between respondents rather than differences in the
process that produced the answer” (p. 14).
Asking questions to which respondents may not have the information or
could not recall was compensated for by providing the questions prior to the
interview. Isaac and Michael (1995) stated that “memory errors and contamina
tion because of intervening events” should be checked (p. 146). The accuracy
of respondents answers could have been verified through focus groups,
reviewing recent SIPs, and interviewing faculty and staff of each school.
However, the researcher chose to accept answers as accurate and at face
value.
The interviewer can also be a source of error. Steps taken to minimize
interviewer error included the use of a structured interview and a constant
alertness to leading or directive questions. The questions were read as written
100% of the time. Probes were employed only when the respondent showed
misunderstanding or asked questions. All answers were hand written verbatim
and transcribed. Fowler and Mangione (1990) found that “one way to keep
interviewers from affecting answers is to reduce interview discretion about what
to record” (p. 46). The use of a recording device was rejected by the researcher
as an impediment to communication.
To help eliminate bias toward the subject or interviewer, this researcher
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followed the practice recommended by Gorden (1980), Ary et al. (1985), and
Fowler and Mangione (1990) by traveling to the respondent’s site and beginning
each session with a brief description of the research and how their involvement
fit into the process. Each respondent was also informed that there were no right
answers and that this research was to describe what was happening in the
middle level schools of Berrien County in relationship to school improvement.
The purpose of descriptive research according to Isaac & Michael (1995) is “to
describe systemically the facts and characteristics of a given population or
areas of interest, factually and accurately” (p. 18).
As defined by Guba and Lincoln (1981), “structured interviews are likely
to be used in situations in which . . . persons are asked identical questions
about something that interests the investigator” (p. 164). On the other hand,
Guba and Lincoln determined that an unstructured interview “tends to state the
exception, deviation, the unusual interpretation” (p. 165) making standardization
of responses difficult if not impossible. The use of open-ended questions
allowed the respondents to completely answer each question, without the
interviewer guiding or directing.
Data reduction errors can result from inconsistent application of coding
rules or faulty judgement about codes (Fowler & Mangione, 1990). However,
unlike the predetermined categories employed in the content analysis portion
of this research, the categories and similarities developed naturally when
responses were combined and then analyzed.

This constant comparative
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method (Glasser & Strauss, 1967) allowed the researcher to group, ungroup,
and regroup the data. In addition, a panel of doctoral students, both education
and noneducation majors, reviewed the transcribed responses.

From this

review, each question was reevaluated and minimal count changes were made;
however, the end result was not influenced.
Describing the perceived influence of Public Act 25 on plans for SI to
reform and provide developmental^ appropriate programs for middle level
students was the focus of this design. SI as mandated by Michigan Public Act
25 requires that all In-Formula school districts develop a 3-to-5-year plan to
improve student performance. This researcher analyzed middle level SIPs of
Berrien County, Michigan, based on the content analysis scheme designed by
Sweeney (1992/1993) and Cooper (1992/1993), and when completed conducted
appropriate interviews to further verify data.

Content analysis, with its

limitations and strengths, is an appropriate investigative tool for seeking
information pertinent to this study. The findings of this analysis are presented
in Chapter IV.
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CHAPTER IV

FINDINGS

Five research questions were established to structure the content
analysis design to explore 13 middle level SIPs of Berrien County, Michigan.
School Improvement (SI) as a mandated component of Public Act 25 requires
that all In-Formula schools develop a mission statement, goals and objectives,
and indicate professional development activities necessary to accomplish the
goals. Categories for the content analysis of mission statements, goals and
objectives were developed by Sweeney (1992/1993) and Cooper (1992/1993)
in companion studies of SIPs of Wayne County, Michigan, schools. A complete
list of category and subcategory assertions appears in Chapter III. In addition,
interviews were conducted with each building principal or designee, such as the
SIP chairperson or the program director, to answer questions resulting from the
analysis and ascertain changes that may have resulted from SI since the
original plan submission in 1992-93.
Data presented in Chapter IV are in response to each research question
as it relates to the analysis of middle level SIPs and principal interviews. Tables
and figures depicted in this chapter represent only assertions receiving a
response, whereas tables in the appendices are presented in their entirety.

59
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Middle Level School Improvement

Research Question 1: What assertions and themes were included in
school mission statements?
All middle level schools studied had developed mission statements.
Mission statement themes by frequency and percentage include: (a) student
related themes as 47 (65.3%), (b) school related themes as 11 (15.3%), and
society related themes as 14 (19.4%). Students were clearly the focus of these
middle level mission statements as Figure 1 illustrates.

Student 65.3%

School 15.3%

Society 19.4%

Student

Q]

Society

|

School

Figure 1. Mission Statement Themes by Percent.

Figure 2 presents the breakdown of the three mission themes into
subcategories by frequency of number of responses. Within student theme, four
categories emerged as significant: (1) affective with 22 (30.6%), (2) cognitive

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

with 15 (20.8%), (3) general with 6 (8.3%), and (4) physical with 4 (5.6%).
Figure 2 presents this breakdown and depicts how 30% of these mission
statement themes addressed the social and emotional development of the
students.
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Figure 2. Theme Categories by Frequency.

School theme depicted two areas: (1) curriculum with 1 (1.3%) and (2)
climate with 10 (13.9%) responses. Two areas, physical plant and general,
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received no response. The school climate category recognizes the need to
provide a safe and orderly environment, and a positive learning environment.
Society theme responses consisted of two areas: (1) partnership with 10
(13.9%), and (2) citizenship with 4 (5.6%). No responses were registered for
character. Partnership statements were evenly divided, with five for communityschool and five for home-school.
Berrien County middle level school mission statements affirmed student
themes in cognitive and affective areas, including academic skills, emotional
health, self-esteem, and social behavior. The emphasis of statements was on
developing relationships between community and school, and home and school.
Information in Appendix F further delineates mission statement themes by
presenting categories with frequency and percentage and subcategories with
frequency.
Research Question 2: What categories and subcategories emerged from
student goals and school operations?
All 13 middle level schools completed goals. However, for one school, the
goal was to write goals. Figure 3 depicts a strong emphasis for student learning
theme with 42 responses (62.7%) and 25 for school operation (37.3%).
Figure 4 provides the breakdown of subcategories of goals by frequency
of responses. Within the student learning goal, four categories were significant:
(1) cognitive with 22 (32.8%), (2) affective with 13 (19.4%), (3) special needs
with 6 (9%), and (4) physical with 1 (1.5%). Cognitive areas emphasized were
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general knowledge and language arts with six each and mathematics and
science with three each. Affective student learning themes centered on respect
for others, responsibility and motivation, and student self esteem.

Special

needs found three responses for disciplinary concerns. One goal was written
as a physical education goal.
Four school operations subcategories received the following responses:
(1) administrative processes with 20 (29.9%); (2) instructional delivery with 2
(3.0%);

(3) professional development with 2 (3.0%);

and (4) school

improvement, in which the goal to develop goals was listed, with 1 (1.5%).
Within administrative processes subcategories ranked in order were: (a) public
relations, (b) positive school climate, (c) physical plant, (d) communications, (e)
parental involvement, and (f) curriculum development. Within instructional
delivery, both general instructional strategies and resource acquisition
subcategories received one response each. Subcategory general professional
development received two responses. One SIP ranked developing goals in the
school improvement theme subcategory.
Research Question 3: What curricular areas were identified?
Five cognitive curriculum areas mandated as the Michigan Core
Curriculum were identified: (1) language arts (reading, writing, speaking,
listening, and literature) with six (9.0%), including one Michigan Educational
Assessment Program (MEAP); (2) mathematics with three (4.5%), including one
stated as a MEAP goal; (3) three (4.5%) science with one MEAP goal; (4) one
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(1.5%) world studies (social studies including foreign languages); and (5)
technology with one (1.5%).

Physical education, also a Michigan Core

Curriculum component, received one (1.5%).
Research Question 4: What subcategories emerged in the learning
areas of cognitive (academic), affective (social, emotional, and aesthetic), and
physical development?
Student learning subcategories are presented in Table 5.

Total

responses recorded for cognitive (academic) were: (a) creative thinking with one
(2.8%), (b) critical thinking with one (2.8%), (c) general achievement with six
(16.7%), (d) language arts with six (16.7%), (e) mathematics with three (8.3%),
(f) science with three (3.8%), (g) technology with one (2.8%), and (h) world
studies with one (2.8%).

Table 5
Student Learning Goal Subcategories

Frequency

Percent

Cognitive (academic)
General achievement
Language arts
Mathematics
Science
Creative thinking
Critical thinking
Technology
World studies

6
6
3
3
1
1
1
1

16.7
16.7
8.3
8.3
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
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Table 5-Continued

Frequency

Percent

Affective
Respect for others
Responsibility & motivation
Aesthetic awareness
Community service
Cooperation & team building
School pride
Student leadership
Student self-esteem

3
3
1
1
1
1
1
3

8.3
8.3
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8
2.8

Physical education

1

2.8

Physical

Total 36

Total responses for affective subcategories consisted of: (a) aesthetic
awareness with one (2.8%), (b) community service with one (2.8%), (c)
cooperation and team building with one (2.8%), (d) respect for others with three
(8.3%), (e) responsibility and motivation with three (8.3%), (f) school pride with
one (2.8%), (g) student leadership with one (2.8%), and (h) student self-esteem
with three (8.3%). The physical education subcategory included one (2.8%)
response.
General student achievement in academic domains tied goal formation
in the middle level SIPs with the ability to communicate through language arts.
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Mathematics and science were equally represented with the affective
subcategories of respect for others, responsibility, and motivation.
Research Question 5: What professional development categories were
identified?
Ten of the 13 middle level schools (77%) indicated categories of
professional development planned for goal accomplishment.

Thirty-one

different categories were identified in the following three theme areas: (1) 10
(32%) referred to student intellectual needs, (2) 8 (26%) referred to student
social needs, and (3) 13 (42%) referred to teacher instructional or classroom
management needs.

Table 6 depicts a total of 52 separate professional

development responses registered consisting of 17 (33%) for student intellectual
needs, 11 (21 %) for student social needs, and 24 (46%) for teacher instructional
or classroom management needs.

Table 6
Professional Development Needs by Category

Category

Frequency

Percent

Intellectual
Communication skills (oral/written)
Cultural issues
Higher order thinking skills
Learning styles/seven intelligences
Mastery learning
Math

1
1

1
2
3
3
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Table 6-Continued

Frequency

Category

Reading/writing content areas
Science
Study skills
Writing across curriculum

Percent

2
2
1
1
Total 17

33.0

3
1
1
1
1
1
2
1
Total 11

21.0

Social/emotional
Conflict resolution
Developing capable people
Effective discipline
Peer mediation
Positive peer relations
Quest
Self-esteem
Student motivation

Instructional/classroom management
Classroom management
Cooperative learning
Cue/focus
Grade level teaming
Heterogenous grouping
Inclusion
Interdisciplinary methods
Outcome based education
Peer coaching
Portfolio assessment
Test format (change)
Visitation
Word processing

1
6
3
1
1
1
3
2
1
1
1
2
1
Total 24
Total Responses 52

46.0
100.0
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In summary, when the content analysis framework developed by
Sweeney (1992/1993) and Cooper (1992/1993) was applied to the mission and
goal statements of middle level SIPs, student related mission and goal
statements dominated.

Affective and cognitive mission statement themes

prevailed, with cognitive and administrative processes outranking other goals.
Students appear to be a priority in the majority of middle level school mission
statements and goals.

Principal Interviews

Twelve interviews were completed with 10 (76.9%) principals, 1 (7.7%)
teacher who was the school improvement chair, and 1 (7.7%) program director.
One (7.7%) principal preferred to submit a written response to each question.
Respondents’ descriptive information taken from Questions 1 through 4 follows:
(a) nine principals were in position in 1991 at the beginning of SI under Public
Act 2 5 : (b) two principals interviewed were not with the principal in 1991—
however, one was the program director and the other was the school
improvement chairperson on the school improvement committee since 1991; (c)
mean years in the principal position was 7.5 years ranging from 1 to 20 years;
and (d) the mode and the median were 4 years. Respondents represented 98
years of educational experience in their current building assignments.
The interview responses have been synthesized from each question
using the constant comparative model of grouping, ungrouping, and regrouping
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information until a common denominator was found (Glasser & Strauss, 1967).
Categories emerged as the analysis was completed and were validated by a
panel of doctoral students and two independent evaluators.
Interview Question 5: What changes have taken place since 1991 in
scheduling, grouping of students, classroom management, school-wide
discipline, parental involvement, staffing/teaming/teaching assignments, and
curriculum?
Table 7 displays frequency and percentages for each subset as either
change or no change, and a brief description of the change.

Classroom

management and curriculum changes have taken place in all schools. Teaming
for instruction ranked second with 92% change and moving to block scheduling
was ranked third at 77%. Principals reported that teachers made changes in
classroom management, such as becoming more student centered. Teaming
and inclusion were reported in all but one school with 10 schools moving to
block scheduling. All respondents reported changes in curriculum including
those who had not identified curriculum as goals.
Interview Question 6: Which of these changes do you attribute to your
school improvement plan?
Eleven (85%) respondents indicated that changes were made in: (a)
scheduling; (b) grouping of students; (c) classroom management; (d) schoolwide discipline; (e) parental involvement; (f) staffing, teaming, or teaching
assignments; and (g) curriculum as a result of their school improvement plan.
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Table 7
Areas of Change

Area

Frequency

Percent

Changed to

Classroom management

Yes 13

100

More student centered

Curriculum

Yes 13

100

More defined & developed

Staffing/teaming/teaching
Assignments

Yes 12
No 1

92
8

Teaming & inclusion

Yes 10
No 3

77
23

Block scheduling

Grouping of students

Yes 9
No 4

69
31

Heterogenous grouping

School-wide discipline

Yes 9
No 4

69
31

More teacher-student centered

Parental involvement

Yes 8
No 5

62
38

More involvement

Scheduling

72
Results were evenly dispersed over all areas.

Two (15%) respondents

indicated that their changes were not attributed to their SIP.
Interview Question 7: What other elements of your school may have
been influenced by school improvement?
Eight (62%) interviewees responded that teacher and parent involvement
in decision making, taking ownership, and working together were school
elements influenced by school improvement.
Interview Question 8: In what way has Public Act 25 influenced your
vision of your school?
Two (15%) respondents reported that their vision had not changed, but
did come to fruition. Ten (77%) indicated their vision had become more focused
and articulated as a result of Public Act 25. One respondent chose not to
answer this item.
Interview Question 9:

What aspects of school improvement do you

believe have had the most positive effect?
The results of the interviews indicated that nine (69%) felt that working
as a team had the most positive effect on the school. Curriculum development,
professional development and moving from a junior high concept to a middle
school concept were each cited as having a positive effect on the school.
Interview Question 10: Conversely, what aspects of school improvement
do you believe have had the least positive effect, negative effect, or no effect?
Five (38%) interviewees responded that the amount of paperwork had a
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negative effect on SI and felt that sometimes more time was spent doing the
paperwork than actual plan implementation. Two (15%) reported that parental
involvement was not influenced by school improvement.
Interview Question 11: Have you modified your mission statement, goals,
or professional development activities since the first submission? If yes, what
and how?
Ten

(77%)

responded that modifications were

made.

These

modifications consisted of six (60%) mission statements, three (30%) goal
changes, and one (10%) change in professional development planning. Mission
statement changes included simplification, less verbiage, and more outcome
oriented statements. Three (23%) responded that changes had not been made
in either mission statements, goals, or professional development; however, two
(67%) of these indicated that future changes were planned.
Interview Question 12: Was developmentally appropriate middle level
education explored through your school improvement plan? If yes, in what way?
Developmentally appropriate middle level education was explored by
eight (62%) of the respondents. These explorations were made as a result of
the Michigan Accreditation Program, consultant work, school visitations, and
experience with middle level children each receiving one response, research
with two responses and workshops or in-service with 3 responses each. Five
(38%) indicated that developmentally appropriate middle level education was
not explored (4) or explored before 1991 (1).
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Interview question 13: What do you predict for the future of school
improvement?
Of the respondents, four (31%) were concerned that SI would be a
passing phase and just another “whim” of the state. Three (23%) felt that SI
would be around for a long time. One administrator reported: "Even if school
improvement did not exist, I would continue to have a school improvement team.
I would also be searching for better ways to help students." Three (23%)
interviewees responded that lack of administration stability had a far getter
effect on their school than SI. One (8%) reported that future of SI was like a
"coin flip."
Interview Question 14: What additional comments do you have about
Public Act 25?
Four (31%) responded with no comment, while nine (69%) had comments
about interference from government bureaucracy. These beliefs included:
1. “Give us time to complete the process and see progress.” (5)
2. "Stop changing the rules." (1)
3. “Lack of education professionals in state government decision making
process.” (1)
In general, the perceptions expressed by the respondents were that progress
is being made to improve middle level education, but the process seems to
continually change due to legislative action.
Thirteen middle level SIPs were analyzed. All schools had developed

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

mission statements and at least one goal. Six mission statements have been
revised, three schools have redeveloped goals, and three more are planning to
do so in the future. Mission statement categories and goal theme categories
predominately related to the students.

Even when all categories were

combined, more mission statements and goals were written for the student as
a learner than for any other reason.
Ten principals, one SI chairperson, and one program director were
interviewed. Collectively, SI had brought change in most school functions and
operations. Those interviewed felt that the concept of school improvement was
positive, especially the group development process.

In general, the

respondents' only negative reactions were the bureaucratic interference and
required paperwork, and the perception that Public Act 25. would be removed
before the full effects were realized.
One similarity among the four middle level schools that share buildings
with 9-12 schools was the need for the administrators to provide as much
separate identity in the building as physically possible. This need for a separate
identity included autonomous staffing and programs.

From the principals'

perspective, this need for a separate identity was necessary to provide an
appropriate program for middle level students.
Chapter V contains a discussion of these findings compared to
developmentally appropriate middle level education practices.

Recommen

dations and limitations for the study are also provided.
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CHAPTERV

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The purpose of this study was to describe school improvement (SI) in the
middle level schools in Berrien County, Michigan, following Michigan Public Act
25. A content analysis format was used to sort and classify information provided
in the middle level school improvement plans (SIP). In addition, interviews were
conducted with each building principal or designee to answer questions
resulting from the SIP analysis and ascertain changes that may have resulted
from SI since the original plan submission in 1992-93.

Discussion

As one of the four components of Michigan Public Act 25 of 1990, all InFormula public schools were mandated to develop a SIP. SIP components are:
(a) development of district and individual school mission statements, (b) goals,
(c) curriculum aligned with Michigan Core Curriculum, (d) an evaluation process
for the school improvement plan, (e) a professional development plan, and (f)
evidence of building level decision making. Building and district SI committees
were compelled to involve faculty, staff, parents, students, and community
members. Each school's 3-to-5-year improvement plan is maintained on file
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with the local intermediate school district.
As reported by Shine (1992/1993), from the superintendent’s perceptions
of SI, “continuing or evolving educational improvement rather than simple legal
compliance could be expected to shape the educational future of Michigan
Public Schools” (p. 3767).

The questions paramount to the success of SI

planning are whether substantial change will take place and how will the
transformation impact the schools and optimistically the students. The foremost
concern of this study is whether or not the change will be appropriate and
responsive to early adolescent developmental needs.
“Early adolescence is identified with the onset of puberty and changes
that transform the body into that of a mature adult” (Cobb, 1995, p. xxi). These
youngsters, also called transescents by Eichhom (1966),

begin this

transformation at different ages and progress through the developmental stages
at different rates. The physical task of changing from child to adult is further
complicated by the gender differences of cultural and society expectations, and
the physiological differences of the male and female sex (Cobb, 1995).
This often confusing transformation is accompanied by redefinition of self
and assertion of independence within the family context. The security of home
and supportive parents can offset the “lack of judgment needed to handle their
new roles of independence” (Romano & Georgiady, 1994, p. 21).

Early

adolescent middle level students exhibit physical, emotional, social, and
intellectual growth that impacts the educational setting.
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, Developmentally appropriate middle level education is defined as
educational programs and structures designed to meet the unique intellectual,
social, emotional, and physical characteristics of early adolescent students
(Gatewood & Dilg, 1975). Emotional and social characteristics are typified by
conformity for approval, yet deviation for self-expression. Middle schoolers are
amiable one minute, aggressive the next, worried and jealous, content and
competitive, and striving for controlled independence. They are concerned for
right, wrong, and social justice (Cobb, 1995; Gatewood & Dilg, 1975).
Physically, early adolescents are eating machines with unlimited taste for
junk. Bones grow before muscles, giving way to awkward bodies susceptible to
breaks and injury. The hands, feet, nose, and ears are disproportionate to the
rest of the body. Basically size and maturity do not coincide (Gatewood & Dilg,
1975). Females, because of their more dramatic physical change, seem to suffer
the most by exhibiting sexual characteristics that they are not mature enough to
handle without being self-conscience (Cobb, 1995). To complicate matters the
transformation from child to adolescent to adult does not occur in all children at
the same rate and in the same way. Each biological clock is set in motion by the
signal of the hypothalamus when it triggers the pituitary gland to increase
production of male and female hormones (Nielson, 1991).

However, early

bloomers and late bloomers all attend school together. Programs designed to
meet the needs of all middle level early adolescents are vital for student
success.
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According to the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (1989)
as presented in Turning Points: Preparing American Youth for the 21st Century
middle level schools are “potentially society’s most powerful force to recapture
millions of youth adrift, and help each person thrive during early adolescence.
Yet too often these schools exacerbate the problem” (p. 8). “Middle school is
an educational response to the needs and characteristics of youngsters during
transescence and, as such, deals with the full range of intellectual and
developmental needs” (NMSA, 1982, p. 9) brought on by the onset of puberty.
This author found that in each middle level school SI was perceived to
have brought change. The scope and intensity of the perceptions vary from
school to school; however, there seems to be congruency and purpose. In
addition, SIPs analysis and interview responses give support and credence to
Public Act 25 as an instrument for potential change, e.g., all middle level
schools had developed mission statements and at least one goal.
The Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development (CCAD) in Turning
Points (1989) and Cawelti (1988) asserted that an appropriate curriculum for
middle level students was necessary for their success.

Cawelti, however,

expressed concern that curriculum “in the middle grades appears to.be the least
well-articulated by leaders in this field” (p. 12).

This need for curriculum

improvement is evident in the SIPs. Mission statement assertions for academic
skill improvement was exceeded only by the affective theme area.
Goals for cognitive development improvement far outrank all other goals
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that have to do with student learning. For example, teachers in this research
have requested professional development assistance with language arts
components which coincide with the Language Arts Michigan Core Curriculum
area.

In addition, all principals affirm that change has taken place in their

school’s curriculum. SI has influenced curriculum, bringing it to the forefront in
SI planning.
The need for providing varied exploratory programs as supported by
Cawelti (1988), Alexander & George (1981), and Turning Points (CCAD, 1989)
was not strongly evident in mission statements and goals and was not identified
as a priority by the interviewees. However, in several instances exploratory
programs were discussed as having been enhanced.

Apparently either

exploratory classes had been a part of the regular curriculum program and the
need to improve upon them was slight, or the push for academic offerings had
taken precedence.
Turning Points (CCAD, 1989) recommends that schools seek success for
all by eliminating tracking by achievement level and promoting cooperative
learning.

Romano & Georgiady (1994) concurred by recommending

heterogeneous grouping when appropriate. Grouping for instruction did not
appear in any mission statements or goals in any SI plan.

In contrast,

cooperative learning was listed six times for professional development.
Principals on the other hand stated that the move to heterogeneous grouping
was taking place. Heterogeneous grouping was becoming the norm, with some
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homogeneous grouping occurring in mathematics. Middle schoolers with rapidly
changing cognitive abilities may benefit from exposure to the cognitive
processes of others, giving them the opportunity to expand their own cognitive
repertoires (Johnston & Markle, 1986).
Advisory programs as defined by Alexander and George (1981) and
Cawelti (1988) offer a guidance program that allows each student to be well
known by at least one adult for purposes of providing advice on academic,
personal, and social matters. Turning Points (CCAD, 1989) recommends “small
communities for learning” (p. 9) for this purpose. Within middle school mission
statement assertions the affective domain was listed most often.
behavior and emotional health were top priorities.

Social

Goals for the affective

category were also evident. Teachers wanted to know about conflict
resolution/peer mediation, and self-esteem. However, interviewees shied away
from discussing advisory programs and only four schools provided them.
According to Romano and Georgiady (1994) the advisory program is the most
difficult aspect of developmentally appropriate middle level education to
implement. Unfortunately advisory programs which have so much potential for
assisting young people with social and emotional needs was lacking in most
schools studied in this research.
Team planning time exists in four middle level schools. Team planning
was not present in any mission statements or goal. This component along with
flexible block scheduling and interdisciplinary teaching relies on district
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resources, both financial and instructional.

When resources are limited,

programs are either not implemented or reduced to adjust to the available
resources.
Interviewees seemed to welcome the opportunity to talk about their work.
They valued the team work and consensus building necessary to produce their
SIP process and bring change to benefit students. However, they expressed
frustration with the paperwork involved and the bureaucratic enforcement of
Public Act 25. They indicated that process stability was needed to maintain the
momentum of change.
The principals’ perceptions are that SI has brought change to middle
level schools in Berrien County, Michigan. According to this study, Michigan
Public Act 25 is bringing to middle schools programs and structures that are
developmentally appropriate.

Recommendations

Recommendations as a result of this research concerning the school
improvement component of Michigan Public Act 25 to the State of Michigan,
Berrien County Intermediate School District, Berrien County Public Schools, and
Berrien County Middle level schools include:
1.

Maintain a

focus on the developmental needs of middle level

students; support school programs and structures that provide for the
intellectual, social, emotional, and physical needs of middle level students.
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2. Maintain middle level teacher certification and endorsements.
3. Allow time for implementation of school improvement efforts.
4. Provide professional development opportunities for middle level
teachers; they have special needs not addressed as either elementary or
secondary.

Limitations

The purpose of this research was to analyze the status of middle level
schools in Berrien County, Michigan, for evidence of SI and the perceived
influence on these plans following Michigan Public Act 25. Even though Berrien
County demographics closely align with Michigan as a whole, results of this
study should not be generalized for other counties in Michigan. However, a
similar study might confirm that developmentally appropriate education is a
result of middle level SI and Public Act 25.

Recommendations for Further Research

Recommendations for further research involving school improvement and
middle level education are:
1. Replication of this study with a different middle level school population
in another county.
2. A comparative analysis be conducted of revised middle level school
improvement plans in Berrien County, Michigan, to determine degree of
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difference in mission statements, goals, and professional development from the
first submission.
3. Assessment of school improvement committee members’ perceptions
of the school improvement process and results.
4. An analysis of teacher, student, and community perceptions of the
school improvement process and results.
5. An evaluation of what has actually changed in comparison to plans and
perception of change.
6. An evaluation of the impact school improvement and change has had
on student learning.
Since the advent of Public Act 25 change has been planned for and
perceived to have occurred to middle level school programs and structures in
Berrien County, Michigan. Evidence of developmentally appropriate programs
and structures appears in mission statements, goals, and professional
development activities.

Principal or designee perceptions support the

transformation in curriculum, student grouping for instruction, and teaming.
Securing less acceptance was the advisory program, team planning time,
interdisciplinary teaming, and flexible block scheduling. However, results of this
study clearly identified consistency between school improvement plans for
change and principals’ perceptions that change had occurred.
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DISTRICT____________________________ ,_________ YEARS

BERRIEN COUNTY CONSORTIUM
3-5 YEAR SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT PLANS

MISSION STATEMENT

Superintendent '

Date Submitted:
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SCHOOL IMPROVEMENT PLAN
Prepare one form for each of the desired building-level outcomes

Building-Level Outcome:____________________________________
GOAL:
STRATEGIES/ACTIVITIES TARGET
GROUP(S)

PERSON(S)
RESPONSIBLE

TIMELINE

STAFF DEVELOPMENT:

CURRICULUM ALIGNMENT:

EVALUATION PROCESS:

CRITERIA FOR SUCCESS:
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April 1 6 ,1 9 9 6

Dr. Susan Sweeney
1493 Buchingham
Birmingham Ml, 48012
Dear Dr. Sweeney,
This letter is a request to use your framework for analyzing school improvement plans
developed by you and Dr. Cooper for your dissertation submitted to W ayne State
University in 1992.
My study differs from your companion studies in that only 13 Berrien County middle
level schools are reviewed. Part of this study includes laying the groundwork for
developmentally appropriate middle level education including the 100-year -old history,
preadolescent development, and other pertinent factors that impact middle level
schools. This study also includes interviews with each principal to determine what is
currently happening. My hope is to determine if the school improvement process is
making change and what that change may be.
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me (616) 468-5231.
Sincerely,

Judith A. Bums

347 Timber
Coloma, Ml 49038

Permission is granted for Judith A. Bums to use the content analysis framework
developed for my dissertation An Analysis of School Improvement Plans in 26 School
Districts in W avne Countv. Michigan for Year 1990-1991 as Required bv Public Act 25
of 1990 (1992) to analyze middle level school improvement plans in her dissertation at
Western Michigan University. I am aware that University Microfilms, Incorporated may
supply copies of my dissertation on demand.

Susan
jsan Sweeney, Ed.D

(f~

'

Date

'
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School Improvement Plan Mission Statement Components
Research Question # 1
School________________
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Categories of Goals and Objectives
Research Question t 2
School___________________

Student Learning
Cogn

Aff

Spec
Needs

School Operation
Phy

Instr
Del

Pro
Dev

Adm
Pro
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School Improvement Plan
Principal Interview
There are a few questions that will help me better understand the impact
of Public Act 25 on your school.
1. Were you the principal when school improvement began in 1991 ?

Y

N

2. How long have you been with your school?_____
3. Are/were you the chairperson of your school improvement
committee? Y N
4. What grades are in your school?_______
5. What changes have taken place since 1991 in:
scheduling
grouping of students
classroom management
school-wide discipline
parental involvement
staffing/teaming/teaching assignments
curriculum development
6. Which of these changes do you attribute to your school
improvement plan?
7. What other elements of your school may have been influenced by school
improvement?
8. In what way has Public Act 25 influenced your vision of your school?
9. What aspects of school improvement do you believe have had the most
positive effect?
10. Conversely, what aspects of school improvement do you believe have had

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.

95
the least positive effect, negative effect or no effect?
11. Have you modified your mission statement, goals, or professional
development activities since the first submission? Y N
If yes what and how?
12. Was developmental^ appropriate middle level education
explored through your school improvement plan? Y N
If yes, in what way?
13. What do you predict for the future of school improvement?
14. What additional comments do you have about Public Act 25?
15. Thank you for your assistance. I will share a summary of my findings if
you would like. Y N
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Date

Principal
Berrien County Middle School
Street
City, Ml
Dear Principal,
As a doctoral candidate at Western Michigan University, I have selected
middle level education and the school improvement process as a
dissertation topic. My contention is that the school improvement process of
Public Act 25 has contributed to changes in our schools. My goal is to
analyze the content of three aspects of the school improvement planmission statements, goals, and professional development. The content
analysis process is nonjudgmental, but a counting of number of occurrences
of words in each category. When the tabulation is complete, I would like to
meet with you to gather any pertinent information not recorded in the plan.
Because the school improvement plans are public information, I have been
able to secure the documents from the Berrien County Intermediate School
District. However, I was unable to locate your mission statement, goals, or
professional development plan. I need your assistance in providing the
documents.
Your cooperation in this process is vital. I appreciate your time and effort to
help me. The self addressed REMC envelop is provided for your
convenience. Thank you.
Sincerely,

Judith A. Burns
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Informed Consent
Western Michigan University
Department of Educational Leadership

Principal Investigator: Judith A. Bums
Advisor: Dr. David Cowden

I have been invited to participate in a research project entitled "An Analysis
of Middle Level School Improvement Plans in Berrien County Michigan." I
understand that this aspect of the research is intended to interview middle
level principals' perceptions of school improvement planning process and the
impact on their schools. I further understand that this project is Judith A.
Burns' dissertation project.
My consent to participate in this research indicates that I submit to a personal
interview with the researcher of no more than an hour in length.
I understand that all the information collected from me is confidential. That
means that my name will not appear on any papers on which this information
is recorded. All forms will be retained in the possession of the researcher for
at least one year in a locked file.
I understand that I may refuse to participate or quit at any time during the
interview without prejudice or penalty. If I have any questions or concerns
about this study, I may contact either Judith Bums at 616/468-5231 or
616/463-8531 and/or Dr. David Cowden at 616/387-3883.1may also contact
the Chair of Human Subjects Institutional Review Board at 616/387-8293 or the
Vice President for Research with any concerns that I have. My signature
below indicates that I understand the purpose of the study and agree to
participate.

Signature

Date
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Kalamazoo. M
ichigan49008-3899
616387-8293

HumanSubjectsInstitutional ReviewBoard

W estern M ichigan university

Date:

May 10, 1095

To:

Rums, Judith A.

From: Richard Wright, Interim Charft^^)''
Re:

HSTRB Project Number 95-0.T-08

This letter will serve as confirmation that your research project entitled "An analysis of middle level
school improvement plans in Berrien County Michigan" has heen approved under the exem pt
category of review by the Human Subjects Institutional Review Board. The conditions and
duration of this approval are specified in the Policies of Western Michigan University. You may
now begin to implement the research as described in the application.
Please note that you must seek specific approval for any changes in this design. You must also
seek reapproval if the project extends beyond the termination date. In addition if there are any
unanticipated adverse or unanticipated events associated with the conduct of this research, you
should immediately suspend the project and contact the Chair of the HSIRB for consultation.
The Board wishes you success in the pursuit of your research goals.
Approval Termination:
xc:

May 10, 1996

Cowden. David, EDLE
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Mission Statement Categories
Presented in Frequency and Percentage
THEME/Cateaory/Subcategory
Frequency

Percent

STUDENTS
-Cognitiv.Q
academic skills
communication skills
critical thinking
cultural literacy
decision-making
employability
general knowledge
productivity
self-evaluation

12

Total & percentage
within category

15

Affective
aesthetics
care
contribution
cooperation
creativity
emotional health
environmental respect
ethics
high expectations
independence
multi-cultural appreciation
participation
positive attitudes
pride in community
respect for others
responsibility & motivation
self-discipline
self-esteem
social behavior
variety of interests

Total and percentage
within category

1
1

1

20.8%

5

2
1
2
3
4
5

22

30.6%

General
education
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life-long learning
life skills
reaching potential
success
whole person

Total & percentage
within category
Physical
physical development

Total & percentage
within category

4

2
6

8.3%

4

4

5.6%

SCHOOL
Curriculum
appropriate
dedicated staff
individualization
instruction
measurement
opportunity
professional growth
qualified staff
researched-based

Total & percentage
within category

1

1

1.3%

Climate
adaptable to change
cooperative
communications
discipline
equity
high expectations
motivation
positive learning environment 6
positive role models
respect
safe and orderly
4
strong leadership
supportive
values

Total & percentage
within category

10

13.9%
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Physical Plant
adequate facilities
clean
General
excellence

SOCIETY
Partnerships
community-school
home-school

Total & percentage
within category
Characteristics
changing
democratic
diverse
technical
Citizenship
citizenship

Total & percentage
within category

5
5

10

13.9%

4

4

5.6%
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Categories of Goals and Subcategories
Presented in Frequency and Percentage
THEME/Cateaorv/Subcategory
Frequency
STUDENT LEARNING
Cognitive
Arts*
Career and Employability*
Creative Thinking**
Critical Thinking**
General Achievement
Health*
Interdisciplinary
Language Arts*
Life Management*
Mathematics*
Science*
Technology*
World Studies*
Total and percentage
within subcategory
Special Needs
At-Risk*
Bilingual Education
Compensatory Education
Crisis Intervention
Disciplinary Concerns
Early Childhood Education
Extra-Curricular Activities
Gifted & Talented Students
Life-Long Learning
Special Education Students
Substance Abuse
Truancy
Total and percentage
within category
Affective
Aesthetic Awareness
Community Service
Cooperation & Team Building

Percent

1
1
6

6
3
3
1
1
22

32.8%

1

3
1

1

6

9.0%

1
1
1
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Cultural Diversity Value
Environmental Appreciation
General Values Education
Interpersonal Relationships
Literature Appreciation*
Multi-Cultural Appreciation
Respect for Others
Responsibility & Motivation
School Pride
Student Leadership
Student Self-Esteem

Total & Percentage
within category
Physical
Physical Education*

Total & Percentage
within category

3
3
1
1
3

1:

19.4%

1

1

1.5%

‘ Michigan Core Curriculum Subject Area

SCHOOL OPERATION
Instructional Delivery
Classroom Management
Classroom Time-on-Task
Cooperative Learning
Frequent Monitoring
General Instructional
Strategies
Goal-Setting with Students
High Expectations Resources
Individualized Instruction
Resource Acquisition

Total & Percentage
within category
Professional Development
General Professional
Development
Teacher Self-Esteem
Teacher Visitation

Total & Percentage
within category

1

1

2

3.0%

2

2

3.0%
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S.ctiQ.o.Ump.r.9.venie.Dt
Accreditation
Core Curriculum
Developing Goals
1
Developing Mission Statement
General Public Act 25 Compliance
School Improvement Planning
Selecting School Improvement Team

Total & Percentage
within category
Administrative Processes
Communication
Curriculum Development
Instructional Leadership
Measurement
Positive School Climate
Parental Involvement
Physical Plant
Public Relations**
Scheduling for Time-on-Task
School-Wide Discipline
Staffing

Total & Percentage
within category

1

1.5%

2
2

5
2
3
6

20

29.9%

**Category Added for Clarity
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